
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The Role of Teachers, Parents, and Friends in Developing Adolescents’ Societal
Interest

Wanders, F.H.K.; Dijkstra, A.B.; Maslowski, R.; van der Veen, I.; Amnå, E.
DOI
10.1080/00313831.2020.1754901
Publication date
2021
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research
License
CC BY-NC-ND

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Wanders, F. H. K., Dijkstra, A. B., Maslowski, R., van der Veen, I., & Amnå, E. (2021). The
Role of Teachers, Parents, and Friends in Developing Adolescents’ Societal Interest.
Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 65(5), 736-751 .
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1754901

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1754901
https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-role-of-teachers-parents-and-friends-in-developing-adolescents-societal-interest(5dc9a2fa-c326-41ab-a562-6f88dfa40de0).html
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1754901


The Role of Teachers, Parents, and Friends in Developing
Adolescents’ Societal Interest
Frank H.K. Wanders a, Anne Bert Dijkstrab, Ralf Maslowskic, Ineke van der Veend and
Erik Amnåe

aSociology, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands; bEducational Sciences, University of Amsterdam,
Amsterdam, The Netherlands; cEducation and Educational Research, University of Groningen, Groningen, The
Netherlands; dKohnstamm Institute, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands; eSchool of Humanities,
Education and Social Sciences, Örebro University, Örebro, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article examines the role of teachers, parents, and friends in stimulating
the development of societal interest among adolescents. It assesses the
extent teachers can compensate for societal interest differences among
adolescents that arise due to socioeconomic differences. The YeS panel
study is used, with 587 students aged 13–18 assessed annually over a six-
year period (2010–2015) and uses latent growth curve modeling (LGCM).
Our findings indicate that awareness-raising by each of the three groups
contributes to the development of societal interest among adolescents,
with teachers being the most influential socializing agent. Teachers were
more influential societal interest development among adolescents from
less privileged homes, confirming our hypothesis that schools can
compensate for societal interest differences.
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Introduction

Enhancing civic participation is one of the primary goals of civic education. To engage young adults
in voting, partisanship, and other forms of political participation, scholars have pointed to the
importance of stimulating interest in political and societal issues during adolescence (e.g., Denny
& Doyle, 2008; Holleque, 2011; Neundorf et al., 2016; Prior, 2005; Shani, 2009). Shehata and
Amnå (2017) argued that an important motivator for active political participation is a deeply rooted
interest in societal and political issues (see also Prior, 2010; Russo & Stattin, 2017).

Many studies have focused on the political interest of adolescents to predict their political partici-
pation as adults. However, focusing on adolescents’ societal interest may be equally or more fruitful
for understanding their motives for future participation (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). White et al. (2000,
p. vi) argue that in research, the political interest of adolescents is often narrowed down to party poli-
tics and political action, whereas adolescents tend to regard these activities as “boring,” “irrelevant,”
“complex,” and “dull.” Adolescents expressed “difficulty in comprehending the language used in
politics, both the jargon and long, complex words. To take an interest in politics was seen to require
a technical knowledge about concepts and ideas, which they found difficult to grasp” (White et al.,
2000, p. 15). Behind their political disinterest, however, lies an interest in issues, such as education,
the preservation of wildlife, and the role of the mediac– social and societal issues that span the political
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agenda (cf. Abdelzadeh, 2016; Lauglo & Øia, 2006). This societal interest serves as a motivator to
become an active citizen and thus provides a basis for action to become active in society later in life.

Previous studies have indicated that the development of adolescents’ political and societal orien-
tations are influenced by parents and friends (e.g., Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Koskimaa & Rapeli, 2015;
Wanders et al., 2020). Adolescents whose parents often discuss politics at home are more likely to
take an interest in politics themselves. Similarly, discussions about political issues with friends
affect the arousal and development of political interest among adolescents (Dostie-Goulet, 2009).
Whether parents and friends have a similar bearing on their societal interest as on their political
interest is less clear. What is also unclear is the role of schools –more specifically, the role of teachers
whose impact on political interest has been debated previously (see Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Koskimaa &
Rapeli, 2015) – in stimulating adolescents’ societal interest. Adolescents have diverse socioeconomic
and cultural backgrounds, leading to different socialization patterns at home. These are likely to
manifest in students’ abilities to discuss societal issues and their interest in such issues. Schools
are regularly compelled to compensate for such inequalities (Campbell, 2008; Neundorf et al., 2016).

This paper aims to answer the following questions: “What is the (relative) impact of teachers,
parents, and friends on the development of societal interest among adolescents?” and “If teachers
affect the societal interest of adolescents, to what extent are they able to compensate for societal interest
differences due to parental education differences at home?” To address these questions, the upcoming
section discusses the concept of societal interest and the importance of adolescence in the development
of this interest. We then present the study design, using a Swedish panel study with six data waves, to
examine the relative importance of friends, parents, and teachers on students’ societal interest during
adolescence. Finally, we explore to what degree teachers compensate for inequalities among students.

Theoretical Framework

Societal Interest

Interest is considered to be a form of curiosity about (Ainley, 1993; Ainley et al., 2002; Van Deth,
2000) or attraction to a topic (Koskimaa & Rapeli, 2015; Valsiner, 1992). The conceptualization
of interest ranges from situational interest – which is short-term, context-specific, and sparked by
a particular stimulus before disappearing (Hidi & Renninger, 2006) – to a more stable general inter-
est that has a relatively longer duration and is considered to be an impetus for action (Katz et al.,
2006; Russo & Stattin, 2017; Shehata & Amnå, 2017). Societal interest is conceived as a more stable
general interest in society; for our purposes, we define it as “a curiosity or attractiveness toward issues
regarding society.” Although societal interest is considered to motivate adolescents to become active
citizens, it does not imply that they will indeed become active participants. Whether they will become
active also depends on the availability of time and resources, as well as the opportunity to participate
(cf. Verba et al., 1995). Rather than leading to participation in society, societal interest provides a
basis for action and increases the likelihood that adolescents will become active later in life.

According to previous studies, societal interest is mainly developed during adolescence and early
adulthood (Lauglo & Øia, 2006) and is difficult to change at a later age (Abdelzadeh, 2016). These
findings are in line with the impressionable years hypothesis, which states that sociopolitical orien-
tations and attitudes are developed during adolescence and then rapidly stabilize during adulthood
(Alwin, 1994; Alwin & Krosnick, 1991). Adolescents are more susceptible and open to change, which
may have a long-lasting impact on their attitudes, orientations, and interests as adults (Osborne et al.,
2011; Sears, 1983).

Parents

To understand the development of interest among adolescents, Lauglo and Øia (2006) pointed to the
crucial role of parents. Adolescents who frequently engage in sociopolitical discussions with their
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parents are more interested in political (Himmelweit et al., 1981; Schulz et al., 2018; White et al.,
2000) and societal (Lauglo & Øia, 2006) issues. These discussions about political and societal matters
are also related to their political and social aptitude (Ekström & Östman, 2013; Ichilov, 1988;
Isac et al., 2014) and adolescents’ expectations to become actively involved in politics and society
(Gainous & Martens, 2012; Hoskins et al., 2012; Kahne & Sporte, 2008; McIntosh et al., 2007;
Quintelier, 2010). If individuals construct their knowledge and meaning through interaction (McIn-
tosh et al., 2007; Torney-Purta, 1995), discussions are also important for developing ideas and aware-
ness among adolescents. Through discussions, adolescents become more curious about societal
issues and become attracted to them.

The role of parents may be particularly important because they act as role models for their chil-
dren, not only in early adolescence but also during childhood. Quintelier (2010) notes that of all socia-
lizing agents, parents spend the most time with their children before adolescence. Parents differ with
regard to the political socialization of their children. In particular, highly educated parents more fre-
quently discuss political and societal matters with their children (Brady et al., 1995; Yuen, 2014), are
more engaged in politics and society (Jennings & Stoker, 2004; Pfaff, 2009; Yuen, 2014), and are more
interested in political and societal issues (Verba et al., 1995). Therefore, adolescents from highly edu-
cated families are expected to mature in a more stimulating home environment than their friends
from less educated families, affecting their ability and willingness to discuss societal issues.

Friends

Dostie-Goulet (2009) argues that friends often play an important role in the development of attitudes
during adolescence. Friends are important for shaping adolescents’ social identity and developing
their opinions about sociopolitical issues (Verba et al., 1995). As noted by Dostie-Goulet (2009),
although many studies have theorized about the importance of friends in the development of ado-
lescent sociopolitical attitudes, robust empirical evidence supporting this importance is still missing.
Despite this lack of evidence, a number of studies have indicated that friends may become more
influential during adolescence as the relative importance of parents declines (Blyth & Traeger,
1987; Dostie-Goulet, 2009). As adolescents grow older, they tend to disengage from their families
and engage more with their friends. Ekström and Östman (2013) reported that discussions with
friends have an even greater impact on social outcomes than political conversations with parents.
Koskimaa and Rapeli (2015) stated that, after parents, friends are the second most important socia-
lizers for the development of political interest (see also Dostie-Goulet, 2009). White et al. (2000)
argued that a certain common interest or shared perspective is an important prerequisite for peer
influence: Adolescents are quick to withdraw from discussions with friends, as it may lead to argu-
ments and conflict rather than a shared interest.

Teachers

Besides parents and peers, adolescents spend a significant amount of time in schools. In schools, it is
important to have an open climate that encourages discussing societal issues. The creation of an open
classroom climate for discussing the sociopolitical attitudes of adolescents (Geboers et al., 2015) con-
tributes to the development of sociopolitical behavior (Quintelier, 2010) and political interest (Dos-
tie-Goulet, 2009). Teachers are regularly regarded as agents who influence the development of
societal interest in adolescents and who are able to create conditions for an open climate. Some scho-
lars have argued that teachers only play a minor role compared to other agents (Dostie-Goulet, 2009;
Koskimaa & Rapeli, 2015). Others state that through the provision of civic education, teachers con-
tribute significantly to enhancing their students’ civic knowledge, attitudes, and skills (e.g., Dijkstra
et al., 2015; Geboers et al., 2013; Isac et al., 2014). The teacher’s role in raising awareness of social
issues, encouraging students to participate and initiate discussions themselves, is likely to stimulate
societal interest. As adolescents are likely to be more attracted to societal issues than political issues,
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along with the significant amount of time and growing emphasis on citizenship education in many
Western European countries, we expect that the teacher’s role in raising awareness of social issues is
expected to be important, next to other socializing agents.

Compensation or Acceleration
As argued by Campbell (2008), the effect of teachers may differ for students from different socioe-
conomic backgrounds. Teachers either reduce inequalities in societal interest based on parental
background differences or advance those who are already more interested in issues. If teachers suc-
cessfully compensate for societal interest differences and resource disadvantages, the effect of schools
is expected to be compensatory (Campbell, 2008; Langton & Jennings, 1968; Neundorf et al., 2013).
Civic education then becomes a vehicle for preventing a social divide between advantaged and dis-
advantaged students. On the other hand, if there is an acceleration effect, the effectiveness of teachers
for children from advantageous backgrounds is stronger because they are more responsive to socio-
political discussions and curricula. When teachers discuss political and societal issues with their stu-
dents, this discussion is most beneficial for students who are already capable of formulating ideas and
who are interested in the topics under discussion (Campbell, 2008).

The Present Study

In this study, we examine the relative influence of parents, friends, and teachers on adolescents’
societal interest aged 13–18 and the potentially compensatory or acceleratory effect of teachers in
four steps. First, we examine the development of societal interest over time and then study the devel-
opment of raising awareness by parents, friends, and teachers over time. Studying these changes in
raising awareness during adolescence gives insight into the changing role of teachers, parents, and
friends during adolescence. Second, we compare adolescents whose parents have lower and higher
amounts of formal education to examine whether the development of societal interest and raising
awareness by parents, friends, and teachers differ between these groups. Third, we examine to
what extent initiating social discussions by parents, friends, and teachers relate to adolescents’ devel-
opment of societal interest and to what extent this is different for adolescents from less and more
highly educated families. Finally, the relative influence of these outcomes is modeled to examine
which group – parents, friends, or teachers – has the greatest influence on the development of
societal interest. Studying this relative effect also included an understanding of any compensatory
or acceleratory effect of teachers by focusing on differences in parental education.

Methods

Sample and Design

The study used data from a Swedish panel study conducted from 2010 to 2015. In six annual waves,
data were collected from five cohorts, varying in age from 13 to 30 years. The data were collected in a
city in Sweden with approximately 130,000 inhabitants, which was representative of the total Swed-
ish population with respect to employment, immigration, and income level.

For this study, data were used from the first cohort, consisting of six data waves covering students
from ages 13–18. Students were invited to complete paper questionnaires, for which they received a
payment of €27. Data were collected from 966 students who completed at least one of the question-
naires during the six data waves. Parents were also asked to fill out a questionnaire during the first,
third, and fifth waves. A total of 637 parents completed at least one of these questionnaires. However,
329 parents did not return any of the questionnaires, so these students were subsequently excluded
from the study. Another 50 students were excluded because of missing values on one or more control
variables. Thus, the final sample contained 587 student respondents for the analyses. Of these
respondents, 51.4% were female, 8.2% were not born in Sweden, and 58.7% had parents with a
lower level of education.
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Because nearly 40% of respondents were excluded from the analyses, mostly due to the absence of
parental data, we examined the possible implications of excluding these cases. A logistic regression
analysis was performed with missing cases coded 0 and included cases coded 1. The analyses revealed
no statistically significant differences in gender, ethnicity, household income, and societal interest
between the missing and non-missing cases (p > .05), thus indicating no structural differences in
background between missing and non-missing respondents. The low Nagelkerke R2 value of .047
confirmed that the difference in background characteristics between missing and non-missing
cases was not substantial.

Variables

Societal Interest
Societal interest was measured at six time points by asking adolescents, “How interested are you in
what is going on in society?” using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“very interested”) to 5
(“not interested at all”). For reasons of interpretation, these scores were converted into a reversed
scale from 1 (“not interested at all”) to 5 (“very interested”).

Parents Raising Awareness
Student awareness of social issues raised by parents was measured using the single item “Do your
parents try to get you to become more aware of what is going on in the world?” This item was
measured at six time points using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“yes, almost always”)
to 5 (“no, never”). Similar to societal interest, these scores were converted into a reversed scale
for reasons of interpretation.

Friends Raising Awareness
Student awareness of social issues raised by friends was measured using the single item “Do your
friends try to get you to become more aware of what is going on in the world?” The item was
measured at six points in time using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“yes, almost always”)
to 5 (“no, never”). For reasons of interpretation, these scores were reversed.

Teachers Raising Awareness
Student awareness of social issues raised by teachers was measured using the single item “There are
teachers at my school who try to encourage students to become more aware of what is going on in the
world.” The item was measured at six time points using a four-point Likert scale: 1, does not apply at
all; 2, does not apply so well; 3, applies quite well; and 4, applies very well.

Parental Education
Parents’ level of education was measured on a five-point scale: 1, less than nine years of study; 2,
compulsory school; 3, high school: vocational track; 4, high school: academic track; and 5, university
college/university. If both parents completed the item, the lowest score was used. Subsequently, due
to the complexity of the analyses and an insufficient number of cases to include multiple categories in
the analyses the answers were recoded to two categories: 0, lower level of parental education,
consisting of the original categories 1–3 including 345 respondent; and 1, higher level of parental
education, consisting of the original categories 4 and 5 including 242 respondents.

Control Variables
The control variables were gender (0, female; 1, male) and ethnicity (0, born in Sweden; 1, born out-
side of Sweden).
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Analyses

Latent growth curve analyses (LGCA) with ordinal data were performed using Mplus 7 (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017). This method of analysis allows for inter-variability between respondents on both
initial values and growth trajectories. Both initial values and growth trajectories were estimated
from the observed scores on our six time points and treated as latent variable scores. Missing values
were estimated by full-information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML); missing values were
allowed to be missing at random (MAR). This means that values and the “state of being missing”
were statistically unrelated, conditional on a set of predictor, or stratifying X variables. Listwise del-
etion, for example, requires missing data to be missing completely at random (MCAR), which is
more difficult to establish than (MAR) (Little & Rubin, 1989). With MCAR, missing values are stat-
istically unrelated.

To study the development of student awareness raised by parents, friends, and teachers as well as
students’ societal interest, univariate growth curves were fitted to the data for each of these aspects.
Linear and quadratic growth models were compared to determine whether these developments
showed a linear or quadratic growth pattern. We used the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) as our main fit indices. The
CFI and TLI should be higher than .90 for acceptable fit, and the RMSEA should have a 90% confi-
dence interval with a lower value below .05 and an upper value below .08 (Kenny, 2003). A chi-
square difference test was used to compare the model fit between the linear and quadratic models.
To determine whether the growth patterns differ for students of parents with the two distinguished
levels of education, univariate multigroup LGCAs were estimated.

To address the question of to what extent awareness raised by parents, teachers, and friends can
influence the development of adolescents’ societal interest, multivariate multigroup LGCAs were
performed, with two groups of students stratified by parental education level (lower and higher levels
of education). The number of cases was insufficient to include developments of more than two vari-
ables in these analyses. Three models were estimated separately for awareness raised by parents,
friends, and teachers, again comparing students by parental education level (see Figure 1). To test
whether awareness raised by these three agents differs between adolescents from families with a

Figure 1. Research model of the relationship between raising students’ social awareness by teachers and students’ societal interest
with ethnicity and gender.
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lower level of education and those from families with a higher level of education, the significance of
observed differences was tested using the Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square test (Satorra & Bentler,
2001) by constraining either the intercept or the slope of one of the groups.

To estimate the relative effects of parents, teachers, and friends and examine the possible
compensatory teacher effect for students from families with a lower level of education, individual
latent values on the intercept and slope were calculated from the three models. Multivariate
regression analyses were performed, with the individual latent values of the slopes of the respondents
for societal interest as the dependent variable and the slopes of the three socializing agents (namely,
parents, teachers, and friends) as independent variables. Interaction effects of parental education and
social awareness being raised by teachers were estimated to examine a possible compensatory or
acceleration effect. Additionally, interaction effects between parental education and awareness raised
by parents and friends were also studied, respectively. In all models, we controlled for ethnicity and
gender.

Results

First, we examined whether individual growth patterns were linear or curvilinear. The analysis
revealed statistically significant differences between the linear and quadratic models for the develop-
ment of societal interest, favoring the quadratic model (x2 = 43.685(4) with p , .001). Although
the quadratic model better represented the growth patterns, the linear model also showed a sufficient
model fit (RMSEA = .064; CFI = .985; TLI = .981). Given the sufficient model fit of the linear model
and the number of cases in this study, for the ease of interpretation, we used the linear model (see
Figure 2) instead of the quadratic model.

For the three growth trajectories of social awareness raised by either teachers, friends, or parents,
no significant differences in model fit were found between models that included a quadratic slope
and models that included only a linear slope, in addition to the intercept. All models fit the data
well (Table 1). As shown in Figure 3, although the social awareness of adolescents aged 13 years
was raised more by parents than by teachers and friends, this effect slightly declined over time.
By contrast, the awareness raised by friends was rather low at age 13 but increased during adoles-
cence. At age 13, teachers had less impact on the development of students’ social awareness than
parents but a stronger influence than friends. Figure 3 indicates that the impact of teachers slightly
increased between ages 13 and 18.

As Table 2 shows, the development of societal interest differed among adolescents by parental
education. At age 13, students from families with a lower education level had less societal interest

Figure 2. Growth trajectory of adolescents’ societal interest between ages 13 and 18.
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(2.243) than students from families with a higher education level (2.503;
x2 = 16.571(2) with p = .003). This difference increased over time, because the average yearly
growth in societal interest was larger for students from families with a higher education level
(.141) than for students from families with a lower education level (.078; see Figure 4 below).

Social awareness raised by parents declined for adolescents with both levels of parental education,
although this decline was slightly greater for adolescents with a lower parental education level (-.056)
than for those with a higher parental education level (-.048; see Figure 5 below). Moreover, at age 13,
adolescents from highly educated families already showed more interest in society (2.256) than their
counterparts from lower educated families whose parents, nevertheless, raised their social awareness
(2.081). Furthermore, at age 13, adolescents with highly educated parents (1.926) more often indi-
cated that teachers were trying to make them aware of social issues than students from lower edu-
cated families (1.869; see Figure 6). For friends raising the social awareness of adolescents, no
significant differences between students stratified by parental education were found (see Figure 7).

Next, the role of the development in raising awareness by parents, teachers, and friends was
regressed on the development of adolescents’ societal interest to examine whether these relations
differ between students from families of different education levels. The results for the role of the
development in raising awareness by parents are presented in Table 3. The model fits the data
well (RMSEA = .041; CFI = .979; TLI = .982). The growth in the societal interest of adolescents
from families with both levels of education was positively related to growth in social awareness raised
by parents. For children with lower parental education, this relation is slightly weaker (.577) than for
children with higher parental education (.607). The effect for adolescents with lower parental edu-
cation seemed to be suppressed by the relatively large share of non-Swedish-born residents who, at

Table 1. Unstandardized estimates of univariate latent growth curves for societal interest and raising social awareness by parents,
friends, and teachers.

Intercept Slope Fit indices

Mean Variance Mean Variance χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA

Societal interest 2.156* .521* .122* .037** 95.893 (26)* .976 .986 .068
Parents raising awareness 2.193* .426* −.051* .015* 26.079 (16) .987 .988 .033
Friends raising awareness 1.258* .295* .094* .018* 30.658 (16)* .974 .975 .039
Teachers raising awareness 1.929* .161* .055* .010* 40.849 (16)* .051 .929 .933

*Statistically significant (p < .05).

Figure 3. Growth curves for the influence of parents, friends, and teachers on adolescents’ societal interest.
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age 13, show significantly less societal interest than Swedish-born residents. For both groups, gender
was not related to the intercept and slope of societal interest and awareness raised by parents. At age
13, the societal interest of students from families with both levels of education was positively related
to the social awareness raised by parents. This positive relation was stronger for students from
families with a lower education level (.730) than for students from families with a higher education
level (.555).

Table 4 shows the results for the relation between friends raising social awareness and the devel-
opment of societal interest. The model fits the data well (RMSEA = .043; CFI = .962; TLI = .963). The
growth in friends who raise their friends’ social awareness was positively related to adolescents’
growth in societal interest: This positive relation was stronger for adolescents with lower educated
parents (.854) than for those with higher educated parents (.621). At age 13, the level of awareness
raised by friends was slightly more positively related to societal interest for adolescents with lower
parental education (.705) than for those with higher parental education (.662). Of adolescents
with lower parental education, those who were non-Swedish-born had less societal interest than
those who were Swedish-born at age 13 with (-.504). By contrast, among students with higher par-
ental education, families of non-Swedish-born adolescents were more interested in societal issues
than those of native-Swedish adolescents (.229).

Table 5 presents the relation between the role of teachers in raising student awareness of social
issues and students’ societal interest (RMSEA = .033; CFI = .980; TLI = .981). For adolescents from

Table 2. Unstandardized estimates of univariate multigroup latent growth curves for societal interest and raising social awareness
by parents, friends, and teachers.

Intercept Slope

Fit indices
Lower parental
education

Higher parental
education

Lower parental
education

Higher parental
education

Mean Variance Mean Variance Mean Variance Mean Variance χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA

Societal interest 2.243* .481* 2.503* .480* .078* .037* .141* .034* 125.584* .973 .985 .067
Parents raising awareness 2.081* .424* 2.256* .417* −.056* .017* −.048* .013* 50.569* .976 .978 .045
Friends raising awareness 1.244* .299* 1.264* .295* .078* .018* .104* .017* 57.860* .954 .957 .052
Teachers raising awareness 1.869* .163* 1.962* .155* .021* .010* .073* .010* 61.465* .914 .919 .056

Note: Parameters in italics indicate significant differences between students with lower parental education and those with higher
parental education.

*Statistically significant (p < .05).

Figure 4. Developing societal interest among students with lower and higher parental education.
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lower parental education only, growth in awareness raised by teachers was positively related (.854) to
societal interest. No significant effect was found for adolescents with higher educated parents. At age
13, the effect on societal interest of awareness raised by teachers was equally positive for

Figure 5. Development of raising students’ social awareness by parents among students with lower and higher parental education.

Figure 6. Development of students’ social awareness raised by teachers among students with lower and higher parental education.

Table 3. Longitudinal effect of awareness raised by parents on the development of societal interest among students with lower
and higher parental education.

Lower parental education Higher parental education

Societal interest Parents Societal interest Parents

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope
β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se)

Intercept parents .730 (.081)* −.008 (.031) – – .555 (.068)* .031 (.027) – –
Slope parents – .577 (.187)* – – – .607 (.223)* – –
Ethnicity .258 (.153) −.032 (.066) −.728 (.158)* −.010 (.063) .246 (.159) .043 (.075) .130 (.149) .036 (.044)
Gender −.027 (.088) −.016 (.041) −.050 (.105) −.053 (.036) .018 (.074) −.010 (.031) −.098 (.076) −.012 (.023)

Note: Parameters in italics indicate significant differences between students with lower parental education and students with
higher parental education.

*Statistically significant (p < .05).
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adolescents from both education level groups (lower parental education 1.008; higher parental
education 1.052).

In the previous analyses, the effects of awareness raised were estimated for each of the socializing
agents separately. Table 6 presents standardized effects for the relative importance of parents,
friends, and teachers using a multiple linear regression model. Concerning the relative effects of
the three socializing agents (Model 2), teachers had the strongest effect on adolescents’ societal

Figure 7. Development of raising students’ social awareness by friends among students with lower and higher parental education.

Table 4. Longitudinal effect of awareness raised by friends on the development of societal interest among students with lower and
higher parental education.

Lower parental education Higher parental education

Societal interest Friends Societal interest Friends

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope
β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se)

Intercept friends .705 (.100)* −.014 (.041) – – .662 (.082)* .033 (.031) – –
Slope friends – .854 (.282)* – – – .621 (.207)* – –
Ethnicity .080 (.168) −.086 (.077) −.504 (.116)* .058 (.062) .223 (.167) .099 (.073) .229 (.090)* −.067 (.048)
Gender −.071 (.097) .003 (.045) .012 (.084) −.055 (.034) −.025 (.074) −.015 (.068) −.015 (.032) −.008 (.024)

Note: Parameters in italics indicate significant differences between students with lower parental education and students with
higher parental education (RMSEA,.043; CFI,.962; TLI,.963).

*Statistically significant (p < .05).

Table 5. Longitudinal effect of awareness raised by teachers on the development of societal interest among students with lower
and higher parental education.

Lower parental education Higher parental education

Societal interest Teachers Societal interest Teachers

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope
β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se) β (se)

Intercept teachers 1.008 (.151)* −.014 (.041) – – 1.052 (.137)* .087 (.053) – –
Slope teachers – .854 (.282)* – – – .551 (.332) – –
Ethnicity −.238 (.140) −.086 (.077) −.029 (.117) .062 (.056) .063 (.172) .025 (.078) .235(.097)* .037 (.042)
Gender .010 (.094) .003 (.045) −.072 (.074) −.010 (.029) .114 (.079) −.005 (.003) −.141(.050)* −.004 (.020)

Note: Parameters in italics indicate significant differences between students with lower parental education and students with
higher parental education (RMSEA,.033; CFI,.980; TLI,.981).

*Statistically significant (p < .05).
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interest (β = .358) followed by friends (β = .255) and parents (β = .241). The findings support the
compensation hypothesis (Model 3) because the relationship between growth in awareness raised
by teachers and growth in societal interest was stronger for adolescents with lower parental edu-
cation (β =−.193). The opposite applies to the role of the parents. Adolescents from families with
a higher education level benefit more from their parents raising their awareness of social issues
than their friends from families with a lower education level (β = .131). Moreover, both Model 2
and Model 3 are significantly better models than Model 1 in terms of explained variance in adoles-
cents’ societal interest (R2 = 43, 4% inModel 3). Notably, ethnic background is negatively related
to societal interest with (β =−.079), indicating that – when other factors are constant – non-Swed-
ish-born respondents in general had lower growth in societal interest.

Discussion

This paper studies the relative importance of key socializing agents for the development of
societal interest during adolescence. Our findings indicate that awareness of social issues raised
by parents, friends, and teachers contributes to the development of societal interest among ado-
lescents, with teachers being the most influential socializing agent. We also studied whether tea-
chers can compensate for inequalities in societal interest due to differences in parental education.
At age 13, adolescents from families with a lower level of education were found to be less inter-
ested in societal issues than their friends from families with a higher level of education. Moreover,
the development of interest in adolescents from families with lower educational attainment
increased less over time, confirming the supposition that the difference between these groups
grows each year. Although teachers who raised awareness were found to be important for all ado-
lescents, they were more influential for the development of societal interest of adolescents from
less privileged home environments, which confirms that schools may compensate for, rather than
accelerate, differences in societal interest among adolescents due to differing levels of parental
education.

The data allowed us to examine the development of societal interest during adolescence and the
role of parents, friends, and teachers in stimulating societal interest between ages 13 and 18. With
regard to the role of parents, our study shows that their influence during adolescence becomes
less important over time. This corroborates previous findings that adolescents increasingly move
away from their parents (Blyth & Traeger, 1987; Dostie-Goulet, 2009). At the same time, the strong
and positive growth of awareness raised by friends indicates that friends become increasingly impor-
tant during adolescence with respect to social issues. At age 13, friends rarely raise awareness of social
issues. From age 16 onwards, this strongly grows. This fits the idea that friends become growingly
important socializers in subsequent years (Berndt, 1982). The role played by friends was stronger
for students from parents with lower education than those from parents with higher education.

Table 6. Relative effect of growth in raising awareness by socializers on students’ growth in societal interest.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
(β) (β) (β)

Ethnic background .008 −.078* −.079*
Gender −.063 .028 .018
Educational level of parents .126* −.041 .053
Parents raising awareness .241* .145*
Friends raising awareness .255* .200*
Teachers raising awareness .358* .486*
Educational level of parents * Parents raising awareness .131*
Educational level of parents * Friends raising awareness .072
Educational level of parents * Teachers raising awareness −.193*
R2 .020 .422 .434

*Statistically significant (p < .05).
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Although friends who raised awareness had a greater impact on the development of societal interest,
parents were nevertheless also important for the development of their children’s societal interest.

As mentioned earlier, adolescents from more highly educated families were more interested in
society than less advantaged adolescents. There is an initial disadvantage at age 13, in which students
from higher educated parents are more interested than students from lower educated parents, which
can be problematic because it can create a growing inequality in issues regarding society and citizen-
ship in adulthood. Teachers were found to be more important socializers than parents and friends,
which reinforces our idea that teachers contribute substantially to the development of adolescents
during secondary school. The absence of this effect for adolescents from higher educated families
indicates that these findings confirm the compensatory effect of schools (Campbell, 2008).

This paper shows that teachers contribute to the development of societal interest and shows their
ability to compensate for societal interest inequalities due to the socioeconomic background of stu-
dents. In light of the growing emphasis on citizenship education in Western-European countries,
civic education might provide a good opportunity for teachers to raise awareness on these social
issues. Especially since one of the key elements of civic education is creating an open climate for dis-
cussion (Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Geboers et al., 2015; Quintelier, 2010; Wanders et al., 2020). Raising
awareness on social issues was argued to contribute to creating such a climate, enabling students to
talk about important these issues.

Because we used a longitudinal analysis as the basis for this paper, it was nearly impossible to keep
all factors constant over time. In this respect, some factors may have had some influence on the
development of societal interest. First, in the Swedish school system, most students switch schools
at age 16, which may impact the influence of their teachers over time. At the same time, we
found little variance at a school level with few schools, suggesting that the various school types
had only a minor effect. Second, during the data collection, the 2015 Swedish elections took place,
which may have raised adolescents’ interest in societal issues. At that time, adolescents were not
allowed to vote and, as Holleque (2011) indicated, such a peak in interest is often only a short-
term effect. Because societal interest steadily grew afterward, and we primarily focused on long-
term development, it is unlikely that this event had a major effect on the growth curve.

It should be noted that societal interest was measured by a single item asking the respondents
whether they were interested in societal issues. Although multiple-item constructs are often pre-
ferred over single-item constructs for a variety of reasons (see e.g., Diamantopoulos et al., 2012),
using single-item constructs also has advantages when examining societal interest. Especially
when focusing on interest as a construct, using multiple indicators may complicate and intertwine
behavioral and consequential constructs measuring, for example, civic engagement or civic discus-
sions in society instead of societal interest only (Russo & Stattin, 2017; Van Deth, 2000). Moreover,
to measure students’ socioeconomic background their parents’ level of education was used as a
proxy. Although a relatively strong indicator for the socioeconomic status of students, a broader
index including household income, household composition and parental occupation might better
capture the actual socioeconomic status of students.

Furthermore, our study relied on traditional socializing agents, whereas other socializers have
recently come to the fore. Research increasingly focuses on the importance of social and other
media for enhancing political participation and civic engagement (Amnå et al., 2009; Millwood Har-
grave & Livingstone, 2006; Rheingold, 2008; Xenos et al., 2014). Media may then also play a role in
the development of societal interest.

This study clearly demonstrates that societal interest develops during adolescence and that
parents, friends, and teachers are important for stimulating this development. Moreover, our
study indicates that schools may be able to reduce inequality in the domain of active citizenship.
Though previous studies of political interest primarily focused on the development of interest and
its consequences for participation (e.g., Lauglo & Øia, 2006; Prior, 2010; Russo & Stattin, 2017;
Shani, 2009; Shehata & Amnå, 2017), as far as we know there are no studies that have examined
the importance of societal interest for societal participation. Because one of the main assumptions
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behind our research questions was that this societal interest may lead to increased participation in
the future, additional research may provide a better understanding of the relation between societal
interest and societal participation.
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